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Reshaping distance education – returning the student to centre stage 
 
Teachers in higher education are confronted with a confusing and fragmented range of 
learning and teaching models for learners who are not traditional on-campus students 
attending regularly scheduled face-to-face classes. Terms such as online learning, e-
learning, open learning, blended learning, networked learning and flexible learning 
confuse the issues that relate to learning at a distance, and distract educators from the 
timeless principles that underpin teaching and learning. This paper examines the 
development of guidelines intended to assist in the future reshaping of a coursework 
Master’s program in project management offered at a regional university.  
Using a postgraduate coursework project management program as a case study an 
holistic exploration has been carried out of the critical issues associated with teaching 
and learning at a distance, with a focus on the three layers of the institutional 
environment, the pedagogical frameworks and the learning setting of the actual students. 
The research methodology and design are discussed and the outcomes are presented to 
provide guidance for educational administrators, teachers and learners. Consistent with 
the research project objectives, the major outcome of this study is an holistic framework 
of distance education learning principles for higher education (DELPHE) as a 
meaningful tool for reshaping postgraduate distance education learning and teaching 
models.  
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Introduction  
 
Higher education is constantly responding to forces arising from changes in the political, 
financial, technological and social environment, and this study examines the requirements of 
a postgraduate distance education program in project management to develop key principles 
for the future reshaping of the existing program. A case study approach within a regional 
university provided an holistic and in-depth examination of the program context, the key 
stakeholders, the institutional and pedagogical practices and the learning outcomes. Analysis 
of data from artefacts, interviews, survey and focus groups led to the development of 
comprehensive distance education learning principles for higher education (DELPHE) in the 
context of postgraduate coursework studies. This paper presents an overview of the nine key 
principles and the sixteen sub-principles that were developed and provides recommendations 
for their application by University administrators and academics.  
 
Research problem and question  
 
Drivers for this study included a transition over recent years by the University from on-
campus to distance education, increasing utilisation of educational technologies, changes to 
the University setting, the rapid growth in enrolments, and the lack of an underlying 
philosophy regarding postgraduate studies for mature-aged students (Brookfield, 1995, p. 7, 
cited in Nunan, 2005; Cheetham & Chivers, 2000; Postle, Richardson, & Sturman, 2003; 
Project Management Institute, 2002). 
 
The research problem arose from a ‘need to define an effective learning environment for the 
provision of distance education for project managers at postgraduate level’, and to address 
this problem, the overarching research question that emerged was: 
 
What are the guiding principles for the development of a conceptual framework 
for postgraduate distance education in project management?  
 
The project management program  
 
The existing project management program provided a context for the study. Although the 
intention is to use the outcomes of this study to reshape the program, this paper focuses only 
on the development of the guiding principles, and a future study will utilise these principles 
to reshape the project management program. What guidelines should be used to create a new 
postgraduate learning environment for project management? What exemplars exist to guide 
us? (Postle & Ellerton, 1999). Piecemeal approaches to change can be counterproductive and 
‘a well-articulated set of institutional values about learning, with a range of teaching 
strategies and technologies, plus a set of organisational systems and networks to support 
them’ (Moran & Myringer, 1999, p. 60) are required.  
 
Context of the study  
 
The Australian higher education sector experienced considerable changes in the post-
Dawkins era in the 1980s, seeking to provide increased access for less privileged students 
(Postle et al., 2003) and distance education was adopted on a much broader scale. No clear 
pedagogical framework emerged to guide teaching and learning in distance education, 
especially for postgraduate coursework programs for professional education (Todhunter, 
2003a, 2003b). 
 
Flexibility has emerged as a strong theme in higher education as the focus has changed from 
teacher-centred delivery to one of student-centred learning (Taylor, 2001). Distance 
education is well placed to offer this flexibility and continues to evolve rapidly as technology 
provides opportunities for improved access, communication and quality of content (Garrison, 
1997). However, there is a need to ‘develop a more integrated, coherent, and sophisticated 
program of research on distance learning that is based on theory’ (Phipps & Merisotis, 1999, 
p. 27).  
 
It is only when ‘anomalous conditions’ (Imershein, 1977; Postle, Richardson, et al., 2003, p. 
16) are evident that members of an organisation will contemplate change. From an 
organisational perspective, anomalies are problems that threaten the core functions of an 
organisation and which lead to reduced organisational performance (Simsek & Aytemiz, 
1998). In this study, changes in organisational policies and individual teaching and learning 
practices were examined to understand the ‘espoused theories’ as compared to actual 
underlying philosophies and ‘theories in use’ (Argyris & Schon, 1974). Perraton (2000) 
suggests that there is a shortage of well-founded research findings on many aspects of 
distance learning, while ‘findings about its context, critical for policy makers, are especially 
scarce’(Perraton, 2000, p. 5).  
 
This study addresses two important educational objectives: 
 overcoming the perceived educational disadvantage for postgraduate distance education 
students in the context of project management, and 
 the potential for extending the guidelines to other learning situations.  
 
Research design and methodology 
 
A case study approach was adopted, examining the University as a whole to gain a full 
understanding of the context and an holistic view of the issues that impact on the research 
problem. The design of the study comprised the following phases: 
 ongoing document and artefact analysis,  
 twelve semi-structured interviews with academics and students to identify key issues for 
exploration, 
 an online survey of approximately 1,300 postgraduate students involved in the existing 
project management program, and  
 six focus groups to explore the finding of the analysis of the survey data and to identify a 
conceptual framework and guiding principles.  
 
Activity Theory (AT) (Engeström, 2000) as illustrated in Figure 1 provided a framework for 
the student survey to ensure it was holistic and gained multiple perspectives on ‘disturbances’ 
within the system. With the postgraduate distance education student as the ‘subject’, all key 
members of the University ‘community’ and their ‘division of labour’ were considered along 
with their espoused ‘rules’, and artefacts (‘instruments’) were examined to provide additional 
perspectives on actual behaviours. Teaching and learning ‘objectives’ and actual learning 
‘outcomes’ were considered in order to gain an holistic view of the postgraduate teaching and 
learning system under study.  
 
 
Figure 1: Basic components of an activity system 
(Source: Mwanza & Engeström, 2005, p. 458) 
 
The pedagogy of postgraduate education  
 
Coursework programs that are described as ‘postgraduate’ may be ‘postgraduate in time’ 
(conversion courses comprising undergraduate subjects packaged into postgraduate 
programs) or ‘postgraduate in level’ (providing a higher level of mastery within respective 
disciplines). There is minimal literature on postgraduate coursework programs in comparison 
with that on research-focused programs, and even less on postgraduate study via distance 
education (Herrington, Sparrow, & Herrington, 2000). Postgraduate cohorts tend to be 
homogeneous with regard to employment and family commitments but heterogeneous with 
regard to age, prior academic study, and location (Holmberg, 1994; Stuparich, 2001). Few 
postgraduate coursework students undertake full-time study and choose ‘open learning’ 
(Forsyth, 2002; Lewis, 1997) for reasons of availability, convenience, flexibility and 
adaptability. At postgraduate level, it becomes increasingly important for mature-age and 
experienced students to situate their learning within their professional circumstances, and 
many educators regard the workplace as ‘the most ‘authentic’, relevant and ‘situated’ site for 
vocational learning’ (Chappell, 2004, p. 7) but this is rarely incorporated into models of 
distance learning. As one student surveyed in the study commented: 
 
‘Many subjects did not appear to encourage information relating to one's 
workplace - particularly in the assignments’ (Student).  
 
Many academic staff focus on research and publications to achieve promotion and higher 
standing within the University structure which rewards such behaviour, but this standing may 
be achieved without ever having set foot in the world of business (Donaldson & McNicholas, 
2006).  
 
‘I want advice from someone who worked in the industry not spend (sic) their 
whole life just reading about it. Some of the advice we are given is an absolute 
joke. It is so easy to tell those who worked in the industry from those who didn't. 
Experience shows’ (Student).  
 
Postgraduate programs tend to be less hierarchically structured than undergraduate degree 
programs with a greater degree of diversity in student expectations and demands related to 
their learning. They have different expectations of academics’ roles which should be less 
about ‘holding the students’ hands’ throughout the program and more about ‘the notion of 
teacher as facilitator, as challenger of the manager's view of the world, and as co-learner’ 
(Monks & Walsh, 2001, p. 155). There has been a significant increase in ‘the proportion of 
students who were studying full time, yet who were also in paid employment’ (Stuparich, 
2001, p. 4) – the ‘learner-earner’ – and students ‘are choosing distance education study not 
because it is the only alternative, but rather because it is the preferred alternative’ 
(Thompson, 1998, p. 13). Many students who choose distance education actually live within 
easy reach of the University but prefer the flexibility of distance education in relation to 
personal, family and work commitments.  
 
The nature of distance education  
 
Almost a century ago, TE Jones proposed principles of effective distance education to 
counter scepticism that students could learn effectively without face-to-face lectures and 
tutorials (Roberts, 2000). Those principles proved to be highly insightful as they continue to 
strike a chord with current theory on distance education: 
1. The work of external students should synchronise as closely as possible with that of 
internal students;  
2. External students should submit to the same examination tests as internal students, and 
receive identical credit;  
3. External students should receive as far as possible the same assistance as internal 
students;  
4. External and internal students should pay the same fees;  
5. External students should be able to sit for examinations at centres in rural areas 
(Roberts, 2000).  
 
Aspects of those principles are still relevant almost a century later as educational 
technologies can  now offset the ‘tyranny of distance’ (Taylor, 1995). In the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, Distance Education Centres were established in seven Australian universities ‘to 
act as resources and service centres to the Australian higher education system’ (Reid, 2005, p. 
1) and ‘as a means by which isolated and 'second chance' students could access higher 
education’. Policy developments have come full circle with recent pressures for universities 
to form alliances to provide greater chances of university entry for students from less 
privileged circumstances (Healey, 2010). 
 
It is difficult to tease out the learning issues that relate exclusively to ‘distance education’ 
from those that are generic in nature. All education involves aspect of distance education to 
some extent, comprising some learning tasks and activities that occur in socially-situated 
locations such as classrooms and the remainder in isolation (Bates, 1990). Bates (1990, p. 6) 
argues that it is a myth ‘that students in conventional institutions are engaged for the greater 
part of their time in meaningful, face-to-face interaction’ and suggests that ‘by far the greatest 
part of their studying is done alone, interacting with text books or other learning media’). 
Distance education is a pedagogical phenomenon that is independent of the communication 
medium – the use of ‘distance education’ as a descriptor brings together ‘both the teaching 
and learning elements of this field of education’ (Keegan, 1996, p. 37) and ensures that the 
focus is equally on both sides of the equation – teaching and learning. Although the use of 
technology has facilitated rapid improvements in distance education, the major problems are 
not with technology but with ‘the organizational change, change of faculty roles, and change 
in administrative structures’ (Moore, 1994, p. 4), as reinforced by the comments from a staff 
member in the University:  
 
...it’s forcing us to think about the business model for these large courses because 
we cannot sustain workloads under the current model unless we recognise that if 
we want to be effective in this new era of ICTs in large courses, we’ve got to 
think…of a student/staff ratio of 20 to one again…versus a thousand to one’ 
(Senior academic staff member).  
 
Administrators often see distance education as a ‘fringe form of conventional teaching’ 
(Keegan, 1980, p. 14). The problems are more likely to arise from the organisational context 
and the cascading issues that flow from organisational values and practices.  
 
‘…it’s really a paradox…the University is making all these changes... and yet a 
lot of these decisions that we are making are actually having the opposite impact’ 
(Academic staff member). 
 
The analysis of the survey data and focus group outcomes revealed themes in organisational 
layers that aligned with Goodyear’s model of open and distance learning (1999) as indicated 
in Figure 2, comprising: 
 the pedagogical framework (consisting of philosophy, pedagogy, strategy and tactics),  
 the educational setting (consisting of environment, tasks and student activities which 
lead to learning outcomes) and  
 the organisational context. 
 
Philosophy
High Level Pedagogy
Pedagogical Strategy
Pedagogical Tactics
Tasks
Environment
(including educational
technology)
Student activity
(Learning) Outcomes
Educational Setting
Organisational 
context
Pedagogical Framework
 
Figure 2: Goodyear’s model of open and distance learning  
(Goodyear, 1999, p. 11) 
 
Barriers to distance education  
 
As distance and face-to-face teaching tend to converge (King, 1999), the focus today is on 
flexibility, student-centredness, networked learning, quality and efficiency (Moran & 
Myringer, 1999). The International Council for Open and Distance Education (ICDE) has 
identified barriers to change in educational paradigms for distance education which include 
‘resistance to new learning theory and practice, rigidity of organisational structures, the 
tyranny of time, persistence of faculty roles and rewards, assumptions about learning content, 
constraints of regulatory and accrediting practices, and traditional funding formulas’ (Moran 
& Myringer, 1999). Distance education now has the capability of offering education anytime, 
anywhere and for anyone, and Gibson (1998) suggests that this should ideally happen in an 
educational paradigm of ‘education for each’.  
 
As students are now forced to ‘earn and learn’ (Nunan, 2005, p. 2), on-campus students 
choose to study some courses externally for convenience and flexibility rather than from 
necessity, and distance education principles are becoming an integral component of higher 
education under the label of ‘flexible delivery’ (Nunan, 2005). Mature age domestic students 
and international students bring ‘consumer attitudes’ to higher education where they are 
unwilling to pay for services that they do not consume and seek a ‘stripped-down version of 
higher education’ (Levine & Sun, 2002, p. 7, cited in Nunan).  
 
Postgraduate students’ needs and expectations  
 
Professions such as engineering, surveying, architecture and project management (Ioi et al., 
2001) require development of practical, vocationally-oriented competencies built upon a 
foundational discipline (Todhunter, 2004) as well as higher-order attributes such as problem-
solving, decision-making, people management and reflection on practice (Bloom, 1956). 
These requirements create a challenge for those who provide distance education, both in 
terms of teaching and assessment.  
 
Conflicts arise from the difference between students' expectations of University academic and 
administrative staff and their reality. Students have ‘felt ignored by lecturers’ and describe 
staff as ‘uncaring and indifferent to the needs of the students’ (Darlaston-Jones et al., 2003, p. 
2). 
 
‘Personally I find the general lack of actual human contact during the learning 
experience frustrating’ (Student). 
 
The danger arises when administrative focus is on financial returns to be derived from the 
‘massification’ of higher education (Kirkpatrick, 2007, p. 1) rather than on the pedagogical 
issues, and like others, the University has struggled to find its niche role in the higher 
education sector. In order to present itself as a ‘viable alternative to traditional universities’, it 
has ‘responded aggressively to the challenges of distance education and international 
education’(Postle & Ellerton, 1999, p. 2). 
 
Development of the DELPHE framework of guiding principles  
 
Initially, semi-structured interviews were carried out with six academic staff and students 
involved in postgraduate project management teaching and learning at a range of learning 
institutions. Key issues were identified through thematic analysis of transcripts of the 
interviews and the topics were refined for six further semi-structured interviews with 
academic staff and students from the university under study. Issues identified from analysis 
of the interviews were explored in more detail using an online survey of over 1300 students 
who had completed any part of the existing project management program by distance 
education. Of those, approximately 400 responded. Both quantitative and qualitative data 
were collected in the survey which was structured using Activity Theory as a framework for 
investigation, and these were analysed using SPSS and thematic analysis respectively. The 
analysis of the survey data revealed six key themes that represented dimensions of the student 
experience at the university, comprising the learning institution itself, the academic 
facilitator, the student’s peer group, the student’s workplace, learning resources, and 
assessment. These six topics were then explored in detail through six focus groups which 
explored each of the themes above. Membership of the focus groups comprised academic, 
technical and administrative support staff as well as students.  
 
The conceptual framework and the guiding principles emerged from the analysis of the 
findings of these focus groups, and formed a matrix comprising the six dimensions of the 
student experience as identified above, with each dimension reflecting issues at three distinct 
layers related to the organisational level, the pedagogical level, and the student’s actual 
learning setting, consistent with Goodyear’s pedagogical framework (Goodyear, 1999) as 
illustrated in Figure 2. The valuable outcome of this study is an holistic framework of 
distance education and learning principles for higher education which is referred to in this 
paper as the DELPHE framework.  
 
These guiding principles assist in achieving alignment vertically across organisational and 
academic layers of the University, and horizontally across all dimensions of the student’s 
learning experience, consistent with Biggs’ views on constructive alignment (Biggs, 2005). 
The DELPHE principles are operationalised at the intersections points of the matrix: 
1. At the highest level, the nine Key Principles (A-F and 1-3) address issues that arise across 
the most significant dimensions of the distance education students’ teaching and learning 
experience as well as across the respective levels of the environment within which 
learning takes place; 
2. At the intersection points of Key Principles A-F and Key Principles 1-3, sixteen sub-
principles provide guidance at a greater level of detail on how to address more specific 
instances of disturbance that arise at the respective layers of the learning environment 
relative to each of the six dimensions of the students’ learning experience. 
 
Each of the sixteen sub-principles is supported by operational statements which are detailed 
in Table 1. As the focus of this initial paper is on the development of the guidelines and 
conceptual framework and not the reframing of the postgraduate program, the sixteen sub-
principles and operational statements are not discussed in any detail for the sake of brevity. 
 
Table 1: DELPHE principles and operational statements 
Column headings reflect the focus of the principles in that column.  
 A. Community building   B. Learner-centredness  C. Collaborative learning D. Situated learning  E. Learning support  F. Learning outcomes  Key Principles 1 to 3 promote 
alignment within and across 
the organisational layers  
STRANDS Strand A Strand B Strand C Strand D Strand E Strand F  
1. The 
Organisational 
context  
 
Sub-principle A1 
University policies and 
regulations are based on values 
that balance the needs and 
interests of all members of the 
learning community. They are 
student-focused, supportive, 
and are implemented fairly and 
consistently across the 
community. 
Sub-principle B1 
The organisational structure of 
the University provides support 
for learning communities that 
focus on the needs and 
outcomes of all key 
stakeholders.  
(no principle derived)  Sub-principle D1  
The University provides 
support for external 
stakeholders to be members of 
the learning community, and 
promotes a learning 
environment that includes 
external workplace and industry 
settings. 
Sub-principle E1 
University policies and 
regulations provide support for 
development of innovative 
learning resources that meet the 
diverse needs of the learning 
community.  
 
Sub-principle F1 
University policies and 
regulations provide support for 
achievement of learning 
outcomes at program level 
through flexible, uniform and 
consistent assessment practices. 
Key Principle 1 
Organisational values focus on 
building student-centred 
learning communities and 
relationships that reflect 
concern and respect for all 
members of the community.  
2. The 
Pedagogical 
Framework  
 Philosophy  
 High level 
pedagogy  
 Pedagogical 
strategy  
 Pedagogical 
tactics  
Sub-principle A2  
The pedagogical framework for 
teaching and learning reflects 
organisational values and 
priorities, and encourages 
lifelong learning. It supports 
learner-centred teaching 
practices and fosters 
communities of practice across 
the organisation.  
Sub-principle B2  
Consistent and uniform 
pedagogical values are adopted 
across the University 
community and underpin 
collaborative and constructivist 
teaching practices. Curriculum, 
content and assessment are 
flexible, negotiable and learner-
centred, and provide scaffolded 
and staged learning across the 
program.  
Sub-principle C2  
Teaching and learning 
strategies and practices 
encourage students to interact 
and engage with other learners 
in a social learning 
environment.  
Sub-principle D2  
Teaching and learning 
strategies and practices 
encourage learners to build 
upon existing professional 
knowledge and skills, and 
situate new learning in 
authentic environments.  
 
Sub-principle E2  
Teaching and learning 
strategies and practices 
encourage students to 
collaboratively develop multi-
modal learning resources that 
meet individual learners’ needs 
and support the learning 
objectives of the program.  
  
 
Sub-principle F2  
Teaching and learning 
strategies and practices allow 
students to negotiate activities 
for self-assessment, peer 
assessment and independent 
assessment to confirm 
progressive achievement of 
program objectives.  
Key Principle 2  
Teaching and learning 
philosophies and strategies are 
learner-centred and encourage 
collaborative construction of 
knowledge and skills within 
communities of practice.  
 
3. The 
Educational 
setting 
 Environment 
 Tasks 
 Student activity 
 Learning 
outcomes 
 
 
 (no principle derived)  Sub-principle B3 
Learning tasks are flexible and 
developmental in nature, and 
encourage activities which are 
meaningful to the student and 
focus on the learning objectives 
across the program.  
Sub-principle C3 
Learning tasks incorporate 
group activities that take place 
in a collaborative learning 
environment to simulate real-
life settings.  
Sub-principle D3 
Learning tasks include 
activities that seek solutions to 
real-life problems situated in 
realistic workplace settings.  
 
Sub-principle E3 
Learning tasks include 
activities for students to 
develop individual learning 
resources that add value to the 
learning setting.  
Sub-principle F3 
Learning tasks include 
activities that provide formative 
evaluation of student progress, 
and summative evaluation of 
achievement of learning 
objectives at program level. 
Key Principle 3   
Conceptual beliefs about 
teaching and learning are 
reflected in learning tasks and 
activities that are located in 
meaningful and authentic 
settings.  
 
Key Principles A 
to F promote 
student 
engagement and 
alignment 
across all 
aspects of the 
student learning 
experience   
Key Principle A 
The administration and 
management of teaching and 
learning focus on building 
learning communities that 
provide guidance and support 
for students within an open and 
inclusive learning environment.  
 
Key Principle B 
Interdependent relationships 
between teachers and learners 
encourage lifelong learning 
within a flexible and learner-
centred environment.  
 
Key Principle C 
Communities of learners 
provide a rich social 
environment for deep learning 
through interaction and 
engagement aimed at 
development of higher-order 
intellectual skills and abilities.    
 
Key Principle D 
Professional expertise is 
progressively developed 
through collaborative learning 
that seeks solutions to real-life 
problems situated in authentic 
contexts.  
 
Key Principle E 
Communities of learners 
encourage students to 
collaboratively construct and 
develop learning resources that 
have personal meaning and 
value, and which support 
individual learning strategies.  
 
Key Principle F 
Student learning activities and 
outcomes are enhanced through 
negotiable assessment tasks that 
are developmental and 
reflective in nature.  
 
 
 
  The structure of the DELPHE framework detailed in Table 1 is represented graphically in 
Figure 3. The six dimensions of the student experience are represented radially, and the three 
layers reflecting Goodyear’s pedagogical model are represented as concentric bands.  
 
Figure 3: DELPHE Framework of guiding principles 
 
Much of the distance education research has been focused on the ‘theory and practice at the 
operational level rather than the broader context of educational change’(Latchem & Hanna, 
2002, p. 204). The guiding principles are intended ‘to deal holistically with learners in the 
context of real-world learning situations’ (Abrami, 2001, p. 124), and ensure that: 
 there are ‘absolutely no inconsistencies between the curriculum we teach, the teaching 
methods we use, the learning environment we choose, and the assessment procedures 
we adopt’ (Biggs, 1999, p. 5, cited in Mayes & de Freitas), and 
 there is alignment across all dimensions of the distance education students’ learning 
experience (Biggs, 2003; Steeples & Jones, 2002).  
 
The purpose of this paper is to illustrate the development of the conceptual DELPHE 
framework and to highlight the framework as a starting point for the development of new 
postgraduate coursework programs or the rationalisation of existing programs. The nine key 
principles comprise: 
 six Key Principles (A-F) which represent the ‘vertical’ dimensions (or radial 
dimensions in Figure 3) of the framework (six dimensions of the students’ experience 
in postgraduate distance education as an extension of the three dimensions of 
interaction identified by Moore (1989)), and  
 three Key Principles (1-3) which represent the ‘horizontal’ dimensions (or circular 
dimensions in Figure 3) of the framework  and which reflect the three major layers of 
Goodyear’s pedagogical framework (Goodyear, 1999). 
 
Key Principles A to F: 
 Key Principle A -  Community building    
The administration and management of teaching and learning focus on building 
learning communities that provide guidance and support for students within an open 
and inclusive learning environment  
  Key Principle B – Learner-centredness  
Interdependent relationships between teachers and learners encourage lifelong 
learning within a flexible and learner-centred environment  
 Key Principle C – Collaborative learning  
Communities of learners provide a rich social environment for deep learning through 
interaction and engagement aimed at development of higher-order intellectual skills 
and abilities  
 Key Principle D – Situated learning  
Professional expertise is progressively developed through collaborative learning that 
seeks solutions to real-life problems situated in authentic contexts  
 Key Principle E – Learning support  
Communities of learners encourage students to collaboratively construct and develop 
learning resources that have personal meaning and value, and which support 
individual learning strategies  
 Key Principle F – Learning outcomes  
Student learning activities and outcomes are enhanced through negotiable assessment 
tasks that are developmental and reflective in nature  
 
Key Principles 1 to 3  
 Key Principle 1 – The organisational context  
Organisational values focus on building student-centred learning communities and 
relationships that reflect concern and respect for all members of the community  
 Key Principle 2 – The pedagogical framework  
Teaching and learning philosophies and strategies are learner-centred and encourage 
collaborative construction of knowledge and skills within communities of practice  
 Key Principle 3 – The educational setting  
Conceptual beliefs about teaching and learning are reflected in learning tasks and 
activities that are located in meaningful and authentic settings  
 
Achievement of organisational change to help reshape higher education and improve student 
outcomes will require consideration of procedural and technological change, and structural 
and cultural change in order to revise ‘the nature, orientation and focus of the enterprise’ 
(Latchem & Hanna, 2002, p. 204). To achieve administrative and pedagogical changes across 
all levels will require strong and well-focused leadership, but most university leaders ‘come 
from conventional university backgrounds and most staff are recruited for their research 
rather than their pedagogical skills’ (Latchem & Hanna, 2002, p. 208) or their managerial 
skills.  
 
Recommendations flowing from the guidelines 
 
Flowing from the DELPHE framework, recommendations for administrative and academic 
elements of the University are summarised below. 
 
Recommendations for policy-makers and administrators 
 
To implement the guiding principles in the DELPHE framework to help reshape postgraduate 
distance education in higher education, recommendations for University policy-makers and 
administrators include: 
 distance education teaching and learning must be acknowledged as a core function of 
the University consistent with its vision, mission and values; 
 Constructive alignment must be achieved across all administrative and academic 
functions of the University involved in the delivery of distance education; 
 postgraduate teaching and learning at a distance must be recognised as a discrete 
component of teaching and learning with specific characteristics and resource 
requirements;  
 Administrative and academic policies, regulations and practices must incorporate 
genuine openness and flexibility as essential attributes of postgraduate distance 
education; and  
 Academic staff must be adequately trained and resourced to teach postgraduate 
programs at a distance. 
 
Recommendations for academic staff members 
 
To implement the guiding principles in the DELPHE framework, recommendations for 
University staff include: 
 Administrative, teaching and learning practices should evolve from a student-centred 
learning community, driven by an understanding of the postgraduate distance education 
students in the project management programs, and their needs and objectives as lifelong 
learners;  
 Relevant graduate attributes should be defined for postgraduate students in the project 
management programs, and learning tasks, activities and assessment should be 
structured towards development of those attributes; 
 postgraduate distance education students should engage in interactive and collaborative 
learning tasks and activities in order to attain high-level intellectual skills and abilities 
that are required for project management practice;  
 postgraduate distance education students should engage in situated learning, where 
tasks and activities take place in authentic project management contexts that respect 
students’ individual learning settings and circumstances; and  
 postgraduate programs in distance education should be structured with regard to 
curriculum and assessment to deliver learning outcomes that are endorsed by all 
stakeholders in the project management programs, both internal to and external to the 
University. 
 
Conclusion  
 
This paper has examined the development of guiding principles and a conceptual framework 
to assist in the future reframing of an existing postgraduate coursework program. The 
principles that have emerged may be seen as timeless, but have emerged from an holistic 
investigation of a detailed case study. If the core business of universities is ‘preparing 
graduates for the current and future workforce’ (Kirkpatrick, 2007, p. 5) then the education of 
students should once again be seen as the primary or core activity of universities. Without a 
clear sense of relationships and synergies, we will continue endlessly to ‘reorganize functions 
and responsibilities as we seek to determine the best mix of staff development, student 
support, pedagogy, policy, educational design, academic development and technology 
application and support’ (Kirkpatrick, 2007, p. 5). The student must be returned to centre 
stage and be offered a truly flexible and individualised learning journey within the constraints 
of practicality and efficiency. To foster a viable postgraduate project management distance 
education program, the rhetoric of flexibility must be translated into a realistic and achievable 
model that satisfies both commercial and pedagogical imperatives. It will require ‘leaders 
with the vision to change their institution’ as well as managers and academic practitioners 
‘who can work together to achieve this change’ (Lockwood, 2002, p. 200)  
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